We examined the effects of subjective and objective descriptive representation and district demography on African Americans' attitudes toward their member of Congress and the U.S. Congress as an institution. We investigated whether or not African Americans in more-racially homogeneous districts differ in their attitudes from counterparts in districts with fewer African Americans. We also studied the effects of descriptive representation and district demography to determine if these effects are contingent on voters' perceptions of descriptive representation. We found that living in a district with a higher proportion of blacks enhances African American voters' feelings toward their representative and marginally elevates these voters' evaluations of Congress. This effect is mediated, however, by the election of a black representative to Congress.
Issues of representation and attitudes toward government are central to an understanding of democratic political systems, and political scientists widely believe that representation and attitudes are related: equal, fair, and effective representation, we commonly assume, breed positive attitudes toward the political process and governmental institutions. Yet this conjecture has seldom been put to the test. For this article, we conducted one such test by drawing on two central issues in contemporary debates about representation in the United States: majority-minority districting and descriptive representation.
Questions of both descriptive representation and district demography have recently become increasingly important, particularly in contemporary debates on redistricting and majority-minority districts in the U.S. Congress. On the heels of the Voting Rights Act renewal, a potentially far-reaching court decision from the most recent round of redistricting (Georgia v. Ashcroft) , and the associated conflicts regarding "unpacking" majority-minority districts, we chose to investigate how both descriptive representation (the election of a black representative and perceptions of black representation) and the proportion of minority voters in majority-minority districts affect African Americans' evaluations of government. As well, we sought to determine if descriptive representation and district demography affect beliefs about government independently of each other and whether or not beliefs about black representation moderate the effect of objective variables, such as district demography or being represented by a black member of Congress.
Like prior researchers, we presumed that descriptive representation in the form of electing a black member of Congress fosters a sense of empowerment among African American voters and thus enhances their attitudes toward both their representative and Congress as an institution. Additionally, following Tate (2003) , we hypothesized that subjective perceptions of descriptive representation (that is, how well African Americans believe themselves to be descriptively represented at the national level) play a significant and independent role in affecting the attitudes of blacks toward government. In a departure from previous research, however, our study explores whether or not black voters in districts with greater numbers of African Americans are more likely to approve of their representative and Congress, regardless of whether these constituents are represented by a black or nonblack member of Congress. Moreover, we investigated the interaction of perceptions of descriptive representation with measures of actual descriptive representation and district demography to determine if such interaction shapes African Americans' views of Congress and its members.
We examined our hypotheses using survey data collected as part of the National Black Election Study as well as demographic information regarding the makeup of congressional districts. We found that living in a district with a higher proportion of blacks enhances African American voters' feelings toward their representative and marginally elevates their evaluations of Congress. Similarly, we found that descriptive representation (the election of a black representative) has a direct effect on African American attitudes toward their member of Congress, but not toward Congress the institution. In addition, our evidence shows that subjective perceptions of descriptive representation (beliefs about African American representation in Congress) exert a positive and significant effect on attitudes toward Congress and its members.
Our results also suggest, however, that the effect of district demography is mediated by the election of a black representative to Congress. The degree of racial homogeneity of a congressional district does not affect African Americans' attitudes about Congress independently of descriptive representation. Furthermore, our work demonstrates that the positive effects of objective representation on African Americans' views of their representative are, in part, contingent: the election of a black representative has a stronger effect on respondents' evaluations of their representative if they perceive African Americans to have less representation in Congress as a whole.
In the next section, we review the literature on descriptive representation and examine the role it may play in shaping political attitudes among black Americans. Subsequently, we present a model of attitudes toward government that includes contextual information about the nature of the political environment in which African Americans live as well as information about individual voters and their perceptions of black representation. Using survey data from the 1996 Black National Election Study and census data for the districts in which voters reside, we explain our test of this model and the significance of our findings in light of theories of descriptive representation and political support. We conclude by suggesting avenues for future research.
Descriptive Representation and Attitudes toward Government
Although individual members of Congress are usually well liked by their constituents and the abstract notion of Congress as a democratic institution usually receives good marks, Congress as a collective is not very highly regarded by the American electorate (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 1995; see also Fenno 1975 and Parker and Davidson 1979) . According to Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, the key to understanding the general distaste that Americans have for Congress is the recognition that voters hold Congress to an unreachable standard, expecting it to do what is right for all Americans and do it without much partisan bickering. Citizens' views of Congress are partly a function of (perhaps unrealistic) expectations.
While the literature on both the objective and subjective consequences of descriptive representation for African Americans is rich and growing, and despite the fact that we have long known that black Americans generally harbor less-positive views of their government, there have been relatively few attempts to examine the relationship between descriptive representation and the political attitudes of African Americans.
This paucity is all the more surprising when a number of scholars have argued that one of the prime benefits of such representation is psychological in nature. One perspective views the positive effects of descriptive representation on African Americans as rooted in its symbolic value:
Symbolic representation is not only desirable but necessary for black Americans. Blacks need role models in government; they need representatives that they believe will represent their interests; they need to know that good leadership (or bad) is not dominated by one race or group. (Swain 1995, 217) A contrasting perspective views the value of descriptive representation more instrumentally. Gay (2002) , for example, suggests that the desire to attain descriptive representation arises from the belief that it results in tangible gains for blacks, rather than because of its symbolic value in terms of racial identification. Tate (2003) , using Pitkin's (1967) typology, distinguishes between three types of political representation-substantive, descriptive, and symbolic-and argues that, by its very nature, political representation is necessarily symbolic; it is not only about securing policy but also about group/interest representation, or being physically and psychologically represented. In fact, Tate argues that substantive representation in the form of policy congruence between representatives and constituents is generally an unrealistic goal: "Perfect policy congruence . . . can be considered the elusive 'Holy Grail'. . . " (Tate 2003, 160) . Thus, for representation to be meaningful, we must aspire to a form that is more than substantive-representation that is also somehow powerfully symbolic. And, as Tate asserts in the case of African Americans, "any other form of political representation short of descriptive representation might result in the neglect or dilution of their interests" (2003, 15) . So despite disagreement in the literature as to the underlying motivations for pursuing descriptive representation, researchers commonly foresee it as having largely positive consequences for African Americans' views of the political system.
Among the few studies that have considered the effects of descriptive representation on the beliefs and behaviors of African Americans is Howell and Fagan's (1988) examination of the determinants of trust among blacks in local government in the city of New Orleans (where there had been a black mayor for eight years) and at the national level (under the Reagan administration). The authors found that levels of trust among blacks were much higher at the local level and that incumbent approval was the intervening variable between race and trust, leading them to conclude that "having a black administration at close range to black voters greatly heightens their trust in government" (Howell and Fagan 1988, 347) .
Although essentially consistent with the Howell and Fagan study, Bobo and Gilliam's (1990) research painted a more-nuanced picture by examining the connections between descriptive representation, political attitudes, and participation. Specifically, the authors contended that the relationship between descriptive representation and political participation is indirect and mediated through both political orientation and political knowledge: "black empowerment is a contextual cue of likely policy responsiveness that encourages blacks to feel that participation has intrinsic value" (Bobo and Gilliam 1990, 387) . Bobo and Gilliam suggested that the descriptive representation of African Americans should increase political participation because of its psychological benefits for black voters, namely, increases in trust, efficacy, and political knowledge. Using survey data from 1987, the authors found that blacks living in "high empowerment" areas (defined as areas where the largest city in the vicinity has a black mayor) were significantly more trusting of local officials, had significantly higher levels of political efficacy, and were significantly more informed about politics than were black constituents living in "low empowerment" areas (383).
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A more-recent study by Banducci, Donovan, and Karp (2004) focuses explicitly on the minority empowerment thesis, which emphasizes the benefits of stronger representational links, more-positive attitudes toward government, and the greater political participation that is engendered by descriptive representation. Relying on data from the National Black Election Study, the authors contend that the significance of descriptive representation is demonstrated by the fact that African Americans who are represented by black legislators are more likely to know about, approve of, and contact their congressional representative. In fact, blacks represented by blacks are more than twice as likely to recall the name of their representative, more likely (but still relatively unlikely) to contact their representative, and more likely to approve of their representative's performance.
Not all studies on the effects of descriptive representation concur that its effects are unambiguously positive, however. For example, using data from the 1980-1998 National Election Studies surveys, Gay has demonstrated that black Americans actually place less value on descriptive representation than do white Americans, leading her to contend that "more narrowly motivated by policy concerns, black constituents feel equally well represented by white or black legislators who share their policy preferences" (Gay 2002, 718) . From this perspective, then, the benefits for African Americans derived from descriptive representation are objective rather than subjective in nature.
Similarly, Tate's (2003) empirical evidence on descriptive representation suggests that its symbolic effect on black political attitudes is somewhat mixed. Although she found that descriptive representation makes African Americans more knowledgeable about their representative, she also found that having a black representative does not increase African Americans' levels of political efficacy or participation (in terms of voter turnout) (Tate 2003) . This finding is consistent with Banducci, Donovan, and Karp's (2004) findings that descriptive representation may improve political awareness among African Americans and enhance their view of their own representative, but it does not necessarily have a positive effect on their general attitudes (trust, perceptions of external efficacy) toward government. Perhaps even more suggestive is the fact that Tate did not uncover evidence that descriptive representation increases trust in government among blacks (Tate 2003) .
In other work examining the political representation of black Americans, Tate has found evidence of a relationship between descriptive representation and more-positive evaluations of representatives among African Americans; she has also discovered, however, that it is actually political party that proves to be the most powerful indicator of representative approval (Tate 2001 ). Tate concludes, "it is not clear . . . that the benefits of being represented descriptively in Congress on the basis of race outweigh other political considerations" (2001, 635) .
On balance, then, the evidence available to date indicates that the effect of descriptive representation on African Americans' attitudes toward government needs to be considered in detail as well as in context. Specifically, although descriptive representation appears to enhance awareness and approval of the individual representative, it is less clear if and how it affects voters' attitudes toward governing institutions more generally. If anything, the evidence appears to suggest that the positive effects of descriptive representation do not extend to more-general evaluations of the political system and its institutions.
We posit that there are two competing perspectives regarding the links between descriptive representation and district demography on one hand and attitudes about individual members of Congress and institutions more generally on the other. One perspective is grounded in the literature on citizen competence (see, for example, Converse 1964 and Lupia and McCubbins 1998) . Most citizens generally know little about the government in Washington or Congress as an institution and do not spend much time or energy thinking or finding out about them. If, in the absence of much systematic information about government, people see the election of a black representative as indicative of the system's performance-that is, if people use the election of a black representative as a heuristic for what government is like-then descriptive representation should affect both attitudes toward the individual representative and approval of Congress and trust in the federal government generally.
Nevertheless, there are good reasons to doubt that this transfer actually takes place. A more-historical, more-political perspective suggests that African Americans do not feel empowered and have a long history of evidence that the political system in the United States is not responsive to their needs and was, in fact, for a long time designed to systematically exclude them (Shingles 1981) . It is undoubtedly true that there is a common perception in the black community that public institutions, including the courts, police, and government agencies generally, are not responsive to blacks, and electoral processes may well reinforce these attitudes. Thus, African Americans might feel good about their own representative, whom they helped to elect, but they do not see this representation as connecting with the "system" writ large. They may see the election of a black representative as the exception rather than the rule.
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The second critical question that emerges from a review of the literature on descriptive representation and African Americans' attitudes about government is how we may best operationalize descriptive representation. Is it sufficient to know (and measure) the race of the citizens' elected representatives in Congress or city hall, or are there alternative or additional ways to capture empowerment and descriptive representation?
3 Existing findings that rely on the unidimensional measurement of descriptive representation can be challenged on two grounds. First, they leave open the possibility that the effect of electing a black member of Congress or a black mayor is spurious and may result from the concentration of black voters in a district or city. Second, research on the link between black representation and beliefs about government suggests that the election of black representatives, as well as the conditions that facilitate such representation (for example, a large number of black voters in a congressional district), can lead to more-positive attitudes toward political institutions and representatives, but these factors have not previously been examined in tandem.
Independent of the presence of a black representative, the presence of large numbers of black voters in a district is likely to enhance African Americans' attitudes toward the political system simply through the empowering potential it holds to influence their representatives regardless of their race. Yet to date, the literature is unclear on whether it is the descriptive outcome (a black representative) or descriptive potential (the power of a large black voting bloc), or both, that affects attitudes toward government among African Americans.
More generally, district demography is a critical variable in any study of minority politics in America. In order to comply fully with the Voting Rights Act and related decisions by the Supreme Court, states are required to pay attention to the racial composition of districts, and, in many instances, this monitoring includes the drawing of majority-minority districts. The landmark court case in this regard is the 1986 decision Thornburg v. Gingles, which laid out the conditions under which a state must draw a district so that minority voters have a reasonable opportunity to elect a candidate of their choice. In morerecent decisions, however, the Court has backpedaled: in the Georgia v. Ashcroft decision, the Court declared that a state, instead of preserving all existing majority-minority districts, could break up these districts and create several "influence" or "coalition" districts in which minority voters, while not a majority of the district, would be sufficient in number that elected representatives could not ignore their interests. This decision produced opposition from both Democrats and Republicans. Democrats were wary of the decision because it could have allowed a GOP-controlled state to dismantle some of the existing majorityminority districts and decrease the number of minorities in Congress. Republicans did not like the decision because it opened the door for Democrats to make majority-minority districts more streamlined by unpacking those districts overwhelmingly composed of minority voters. A more-efficient use of these voters could lead to more Democrats in Congress.
While the political and legal merits of majority-minority redistricting continue to be debated, the relationship between the widespread existence of majority-minority districts and the election of minority candidates to office is clear. There were very few districts with large black populations in the South until after the Gingles decision in 1986, and therefore very few blacks elected to Congress. Since that time-and the related increase in majority-minority districts-blacks have rarely been elected in districts with less than a majority of African Americans. Outside the South, there were more black Americans elected even before Gingles and more instances of blacks elected from relatively low proportion black districts. Nonetheless, it is clear that the overwhelming majority of black elected members of Congress continue to hail from majority-black districts. Descriptive Representation
African Americans' Views of Congress: Hypotheses
Building on the existing literature, we posit that there are several key elements that may contribute to African Americans' attitudes toward Congress and its members. First, attitudes may be influenced by whether or not African Americans are able to elect representatives who look like themselves (descriptive representation).
Hypothesis 1: African Americans who live in a congressional district represented by a black member of Congress and who are aware that their representative is black will display more-positive attitudes toward their representative and Congress than will other African Americans.
Additionally, we hypothesized that district demography, namely, the proportion of African Americans living in a district, is also a critical and largely unexamined independent factor in shaping the attitudes of blacks toward their government.
Hypothesis 2: African Americans living in congressional districts with greater proportions of black voters will display more-positive attitudes toward their representative and Congress.
Aside from the actual election of a black representative and the nature of a district's demography, subjective perceptions of power and influence among African Americans should shape their attitudes toward Congress. We base this assumption on the notion of subjective perceptions of empowerment and influence potential, which is frequently discussed but infrequently studied in the literature on descriptive representation. Subjective perceptions of descriptive representation among African Americans may well be influenced by the probability that power and influence will obtain, 4 but perception and reality do not have to match. It is entirely plausible that perceptions, even if incongruent with actual levels of descriptive representation, can independently affect people's attitudes about governmental institutions.
Prior research has not usually investigated African Americans' attitudes toward government and those attitudes' relationship to broader perceptions of descriptive representation in addition to actual representation. That is, attitudes toward government may depend upon how well blacks believe themselves to be represented, a perception likely to be positively fostered in more-homogeneously black districts. Thus, following the pathbreaking work of Tate (2003), we hypothesized that African Americans who believe themselves to be descriptively represented at the national level (who believe there to be a higher proportion of black representatives in Congress than there actually is) are more likely to exhibit positive attitudes toward Congress and its members.
Hypothesis 3: African Americans who believe that a higher proportion of seats in Congress are held by black representatives will exhibit more-positive attitudes toward their representative and Congress than will other African Americans.
Finally, as is well documented in the literature on attitude formation, objective political conditions can have variable effects on people's beliefs, depending on underlying predispositions or attitudes that lead individuals to interpret conditions in a particular way (Zaller 1992) . Therefore, in addition to having direct and independent effects on African Americans' attitudes toward Congress and its members, subjective and objective variables can interact. We posited that people's sense of existing empowerment shapes the effect of descriptive representation on attitudes-that is, people's perceptions of descriptive representation may amplify or mute how much the election of a black representative affects people's views of political institutions, including Congress. We hypothesized that actual descriptive representation or empowerment potential, such as the election of a black representative and district demography, is variously valuable, depending on the proportion of African Americans that respondents believe to be in Congress. We expected the objective variables to have stronger, morepositive effects on evaluations of the respondent's representative and Congress when the respondent perceives African Americans as having little descriptive representation in Congress.
Hypothesis 4:
The positive effects of living in a congressional district represented by a black legislator and living in a district with a greater proportion of black voters will be stronger among voters who perceive African Americans to be less well descriptively represented in Congress.
Data and Analysis
Testing our hypotheses required information about African Americans' attitudes toward government as well as information about the congressional districts in which they live. To gauge African Americans' attitudes toward government, we utilized data from the National Black Election Study (Tate 1998) . We also gathered election and census data for all congressional districts as of the 1996 election (the year our survey data were collected). Census data on the percentage of African Americans in each of the 435 congressional districts came from the Census Bureau's website and was merged with the survey and election data by state and congressional district.
Rather than simply estimating the effect of being represented by an African American on respondents' attitudes about Congress, we chose to modify this important variable, requiring that respondents also be aware that their representative is black. After all, it is difficult to argue that descriptive representation can have a positive effect when citizens are unaware that descriptive representation exists. One of the survey questions asked each respondent to name the race of her or his representative, and the response was coded by the primary investigator as being correct or incorrect. Of the 479 respondents in the survey who were represented by an African American legislator, 76% (366) were aware of the legislator's race. Thus, 24% (113 respondents) had a black representative but were not able to name that person's race. Awareness of legislator race is substantially lower for African Americans who are represented by other races. Fully 42% could not accurately name the race of their representative when that representative was not African American. Overall, two out of three respondents could correctly name the race of their representative (800 out of 1,216), regardless of the representative's race. 5 
Models of African Americans' Attitudes toward Congress and Representatives
Our research design required us to combine information at the level of respondents and congressional districts. 6 Our data therefore have a multilevel structure, with one unit of analysis (voters) nested within the other (districts) (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992) . This data structure can generate a number of statistical problems, such as nonconstant variance and clustering. Failure to recognize the hierarchical nature of the data can lead to underestimated standard errorsparticularly at the macrolevel-and, thus, a higher probability of Type I errors (Zorn 2001) . To estimate our models, we relied on statistical techniques developed specifically for modeling multilevel data structures 7 (Steenbergen and Jones 2002) .
Multivariate Model Results: Direct Effects
Our two dependent variables are citizens' affect toward their representative (measured by the well-known feeling thermometer, here We first examined the independent effects of objective representation (being knowingly represented by a black member of Congress), district demography (proportion of black voters), and perceptions of African Americans' proportional representation in Congress on the two dependent variables of interest. We then estimated our models with all three variables together to understand their relative effects better. Tables  1 and 2 present the results of these models. Table 1 presents results for the models that examine the representative thermometer as the dependent variable. Model 1 includes only the variable measuring actual descriptive representation (Aware Representative Is Black). The results show that the variable for having a black representative is positive and significant, indicating that African Americans who are aware of being represented by a black member of Congress feel significantly more positive about the representative than constituents not in this category. As an aside, respondents whose partisanship matched that of the representative and who scored highly on the political knowledge scale also reported more-positive evaluations of the incumbent.
The results for Model 2, which includes only the district demography variable (percentage black in the district), show that a greater proportion of black voters yields a positive and statistically significant effect, as well. When the percentage of blacks in a district increases, so does the likelihood that citizens will rate the incumbent positively. This finding is consistent with the notion that influence potential rises with an increase in the size of African Americans as a group, which may then also lead to better actual representation of the group's political preferences. Note: Entries are unstandardized estimates with t-statistics in parentheses. All models were estimated using the svy commands in Stata, with clustering done on the congressional district. The dependent variable is a thermometer rating of an incumbent House member. "Aware Representative Is Black" takes on a value of 1 only when a respondent is both represented by a black and aware that the representative is black. "Perception % House Black" is the respondent's estimate for the percentage of the seats in the U.S. House of Representatives occupied by African Americans. Source: Data are from the National Black Election Study (Tate 1998) and from data collected by the authors. *p < .05.
Model 3 includes the variable capturing respondents' perception of the percentage of seats in the House held by African Americans. Consistent with Tate's results, the coefficient for this variable is positive and significant. The three control variables that had significant effects in Models 1 and 2 are important here also, as is the variable indicating that the respondent cares who wins the election. 8 The higher the respondent's estimate of black representation in Congress, the happier the respondent reports to be with the incumbent representative.
Because the three primary independent variables are likely to be related to one another-for example, the percentage of black voters in a district is related to the likelihood that the district elects a black representative-Model 4 includes all three variables simultaneously to get more-precise estimates of the individual contribution of each while controlling for the other variables. The results show that all three coefficients are positive, and two of the three are statistically significant at conventional levels. Respondents represented by a black member of Congress and those who perceive greater descriptive representation in Congress as a whole have systematically more-positive feelings about their representative. Substantively speaking, awareness of actual black representation (having a black member of Congress) is a more-powerful predictor of high evaluations of the incumbent member of Congress than are respondents' estimates of overall descriptive representation of blacks in Congress. The only variable that fails to achieve statistical significance is the percentage of black voters in the district. This result strongly suggests that any effect of district demography on incumbent approval is mediated by the election of a black representative.
To estimate the power of descriptive representation with regard to congressional approval, we replicated the models reported in Table 1 , entering the three variables of interest singly, then all three at once, but we used a different dependent variable. The results, shown in Table 2 , are quite different from those we obtained for our models estimating evaluations of the individual representative. Only one of these variables significantly affects the approval-of-Congress variable. Specifically, only respondents' perceptions of descriptive representation in Congress as a whole systematically shape African Americans' evaluations of Congress. In contrast, having a black representative or living in a district populated by a high proportion of black voters does not matter.
Some of the control variables affect this dependent variable differently, however. For example, political knowledge and attention paid to the election campaign systematically reduce black voters' approval of Congress. And, in contrast to the representativethermometer analyses, the party-match variable has no effect here. Thus, Note: Entries are unstandardized estimates with t-statistics in parentheses. All models were estimated using the svy commands in Stata, with clustering done on the congressional district. The dependent variable is approval of Congress (0, 1, 2). "Aware Representative Is Black" takes on a value of 1 only when a respondent is both represented by a black and aware that the representative is black. "Perception % House Black" is the respondent's estimate for the percentage of the seats in the U.S. House of Representatives occupied by African Americans. The models are ordered probits and therefore have multiple constants. Source: Data are from the National Black Election Study (Tate 1998) We also hypothesized that the power of actual descriptive representation may be contingent on people's beliefs about descriptive representation in Congress. To better understand how the variables black representative and perception percent House (members) black relate to one another and the representative-thermometer variable, we split the sample and reestimated the model from Table 1 in terms of individuals' high and low estimates of descriptive representation. The first group included those respondents who were below the average (13.59) on perception percent House black; the second group included those who answered above the average value on this question.
The estimations reveal that the coefficient for the black-representative variable among individuals who thought there were relatively fewer blacks in Congress was 16.50; the coefficient in the group who thought there was more descriptive representation in Congress was 13.1. We found no such differences for congressional approval. These results indicate that perceptions of descriptive representation-in this case, estimates of the percentage of House members who are blackmoderate the effect of being represented by a black legislator. In other words, people with a lower estimate of the number of African Americans in Congress put more weight on whether or not they have a black representative; having a black representative has a more-powerful positive effect on their feelings toward the representative.
In sum, the race of a representative matters for African American citizens' evaluations of the representative, but not for their approval of Congress as a whole. In fact, across the board, the variable with more-consistent leverage appears to be the African American respondents' perception of how many seats in Congress are held by black legislators. The fact that this variable matters is not that surprisingAfrican Americans who believe, even mistakenly, that Congress is composed of significant numbers of African American members have more-positive affect toward the institution and the people serving in it. This perception is the only significant variable in the congressionalapproval model, and it also influences how having a black member of Congress affects constituent approval of that representative. Descriptive Representation
Conclusion
Proponents of enhanced black representation, as well as political scientists who focus on issues of descriptive representation, presume that greater representation for African Americans begets positive outcomes, including increased legitimacy for the political system. As a consequence, there has been substantial debate in the redistricting literature regarding how best to maximize the representation of African American interests. Some observers maintain that without descriptive representation (that is, black members of Congress), a crucial element is missing. Others regard packing congressional districts with African American voters, which ensures the election of a black representative, to be a suboptimal solution, insofar as these votes should be spread around more efficiently to elect candidates who, while they may not be black, are sympathetic to the causes of African Americans. (Practically speaking, this logic entails electing white Democrats.)
In contrast to most of the previous research, which involves the "supply" side of the equation (how do different forms of representation affect the representation of minority interests?), this article examines the "demand" side of the equation (to what extent are African Americans satisfied with their representative or with Congress when they live in an influence district?). Our findings suggest that all three substantive variables we examined positively affect African Americans' support for their representative. Descriptive representation, the percentage of black voters in the congressional district, and the perception of how many blacks serve in Congress are all positively related to higher evaluations of a representative. For congressional approval, the district-specific factors matter less (black representative and percent black in district), but the perception variable remains a significant positive factor.
As discussed earlier in this paper, in 2003 the Supreme Court handed down its decision in the case of Georgia v. Ashcroft. The Court ruled that mapmakers need not preserve all existing majority-minority districts per se, but that they can take a broader, statewide perspective of minority political strength. This "totality of the circumstances" approach opened the door to dismantling majority-minority districts in favor of creating several influence or coalition districts. Neither Democrats nor Republicans were thrilled with this precedent, and members from both parties teamed up to insert language into the Voting Rights Act when the law was renewed during the summer of 2006.
10 New language in Section 5 may overturn the Georgia v. Ashcroft decision, but we do not yet know how the courts will interpret these changes in the law.
Understanding how minority voters feel about their representation in these districts is clearly important. Our results suggest that splitting a majority-minority district into two (or more) influence districts could have significant negative effects on the voters in question, especially if the influence districts elect nonblack members of Congress. It would seem that those actors addressing the issue of "unpacking" majority-minority districts must consider not only the objective consequences (the potential to elect black representatives), but also the likely subjective consequences, namely, the altered subjective perceptions of African Americans and thus their altered attitudes toward government.
We have demonstrated how, regardless of the actual levels of descriptive representation, subjective perceptions of descriptive representation influence African Americans' attitudes toward Congress: voters' perceptions of the prevalence of black representatives can lead to higher levels of approval for Congress as an institution. Perhaps as important for the purposes of this research, we found that the election of a black representative has no direct effect on voters' approval of Congress.
The research reported here advances our understanding of the power of descriptive representation by demonstrating the mechanism by which it shapes minority voters' attitudes toward Congress and its members. In particular, our article breaks new ground by measuring descriptive representation not simply by whether or not citizens are represented by African American members of Congress, but by whether citizens are aware of that representation.
Additionally, we contribute to the understanding of the determinants of political attitudes among minorities in America by systematically combining details on political context with individual-level information to construct an explanation of African American evaluations of government. In this vein, we argue that we can better understand what and how African Americans think about political institutions if we combine information about individuals with information about the nature of the representation they encounter.
Thus, we are able to demonstrate the way in which objective and subjective forms of descriptive representation combine to shape minority voters' views of political institutions and actors. Our analysis suggests a complex relationship between descriptive representation and attitudes toward government among African Americans. In particular, we show that such a relationship relies at least as much, if not more, upon subjective, as opposed to objective, perceptions of political representation.
Of course, our analysis also suggests that, in terms of positive evaluations of Congress, misconceptions regarding descriptive representation at the national level play a key role. African Americans who falsely believe there are more African Americans serving in the House are likely to have more-positive evaluations of Congress. Clearly, while the outcome-greater legitimacy for Congress as an institution-might be desirable from a normative democratic perspective, the means by which it is attained is questionable.
